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STORY STRUCTURE
A model for story writing
By Theresa Junger

Students can better comprehend
narrative text when they know that stories
have common characteristics. Stories have
characters with problems to solve. Each story
is about how a character solves the problem
and feels or changes as a result of that
resolution. Students have story schema when
they know these common story elements. This
schema provides students with a hook on
which to hang story details. Story schema is
the conceptual expectation a reader brings
to a story. When students know the pattern,
or have a schema for basic story structure
they can attend to the details of the story,
because they know what to expect. Each time
a child confronts a story through reading,
being read to, watching a play or visual
presentation, his/her story schema is
reinforced and expanded.
Students develop story schema by:
listening to stories, reading stories, retelling
stories, dramatizing stories, relating stories to
their own life experiences, telling their own
stories, dramatizing their own stories and
writing their own stories. Each of these
experiences provides a model which enables
students to develop and predict the structure
of a story.
Through story writing children can
experience story structure from an author 's

point of view. When creating a character
with a problem students need to analyze and
synthesize story elements in order to write a
story with a character, plot and setting.
Although students may understand story
structure, it is difficult for some to write a
story. Young children can usually start and
end a story, but omit the plot. Older students
have the general idea, but are unable to
develop or resolve the plot.
By using a well structured story model,
teachers can guide students to focus on one
basic element at a time, while writing. This
will help them to develop a schema or story
sense. The following procedures will provide
a structure by which even reluctant writers
are able to produce a story which contains
the basic story elements of theme, character,
setting, plot and resolution.
For young children the accordion book is
most effective. (see fig. l) First, ask students to
recall any books or stories which they have
read recently in which the character had a
problem to solve. This discussion usually
elicits responses based on stories which have
been read to them and from their basal
stories. Next read a story such as Inch By Inch
by Leo Lionni, asking students to see if they
can determine the character's problem and
his solution. Following the story children are
readily able to describe the inchworm's plight
and his creative solution.
Then distribute the accordion books,
asking students to close their eyes and, with
heads down, imagine a character. Explaining
that it can be a person or an animal, instruct
them to visualize someone or something they
know and to think of something special about
that character. When they have their
character in mind, invite them to draw the
character on the first page of the accordion
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such as Liza Lou And The Yeller-Belly

book. As the pictures take form, encourage
children to write sentences which tell who
their character is and something special
about that character.
The fol lowing pages are completed in the
same manner, although once writing has
begun it is usually unnecessary for children to
close their eyes and put their heads down. On
the second page ask children to draw a
picture and write sentences which tell where
their character is and what he is doing when
the story begins. When the character has
been described and put into the setting,
instruct students to draw and describe their
character's problem.
The accordion book, which is six pages
long, can be expanded on any fold by simply
cutting and inserting additional pages with
tape.
The third page depicts the character's
problem and the final pages are provided for
drawing and writing how the character solves
the problem and how the character feels
after solving the problem.
When several rough draft books have
been written, students select one to revise and
edit on for publication. Because of using the
accordion book, pages have been
predetermined and students are able to
visualize their finished book. This model
provides a format by which students can
structure a complete story by focusing on
basic story elements.
For intermediate and older students,
review story characters and plot through a
discussion. Following the discussion, read a
book which contains three to four episodes,

Who is the story about?
What is his/her name?
What is special about
him/her?

Swamp by Mercer Mayer. Then construct,
through student response, a concept map of
the story. (See fig.2) This process usually takes
one class period.
On a concept map, the central theme is
placed in the center circle with lines radiating
out to the events which support the central
theme. Each event is supported by details
which radiate from that event. In this way a
concept map becomes a visual means of
outlining, which lends itself to expository
writing as well as narrative.
During the subsequent class periods,
students are asked to construct their own
concept map of a story which they want to
write. During these class periods circulate
and question students about their map,
eliciting responses which will lead them to
expand their ideas. This activity takes a geat
deal of time and students often want to short
cut the process. However it is the most
important part of the writing process, for with
a complete concept map students are able to
write a well constructed story with minimal
difficulty. In developing a concept map,
students are required to categorize and think
through the possible details which they may
want to use. They are then able to eliminate
and to select only those items pertinent to
their text.
Once the concept map is complete,
students can develop and write their story.
When several stories have been mapped and
written, students select a story to revise, edit
and publish for sharing with others.
Before publishing, teachers can help

What is he/she doing when
the story starts?

What happens to change the
story?

Where is he/she?

What is the problem?

2

1

What does he/she do to solve
the problem? '

How does he/she feel at the
end of the story?

What else does he/she do?
Does he/she solve the
problem?

5

4
Figure l
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supporting
details

students to evaluate their stories by
responding to the following questions.
These questions reflect basic story elements.
Did you have a character?
Did you give your character a name?
Did you tell something special about your
character?
Did you tell where your character was
when the story started?
Did you tell what your character was
doing when the story started?
Did you tell what happened to change
the story? Or did you tell what the
problem was?
Did you tell how the character tried to
solve the problem?
Did you tell what else the character did to
solve the problem?
Did you tell the reader if the character
solved the problem?
Did you tell the reader how the character
felt at the end of the story?
Through story writing experiences
students are able to develop a conceptual
expectation or schema for narrative text and
are better able to predict common elements
and derive meaning from stories. When
students have had an opportunity to develop
a character based on personal experience
and prior knowledge, they are more aware of
character changes. Writing allows students
an opportunity to organize and to clarify the
basic story structure or elements: theme,
character, setting, plot and resolution. By
focusing on story structure, while writing,
students clarify and validate their schema for
story; increasing their ability to comprehend
narrative text and enhancing their lterary
experience.
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